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For Theodora Asimakou
(1971–2020)
The memory remains, Dora!




AUTHOR’S NOTE


PRISONER’S DILEMMA IS AN ASPECT OF GAME THEORY that shows why two rational individuals might not or cannot cooperate with each other, even if it is in their best interest to do so. The best example of it was narrated to me by one of my business school professors.


Two final-year male college students went out drinking on the eve of their economics examination. They met some girls, one thing led to another and all of them ended up drunk. When they woke up in the morning, they realized they had missed their examination. The two concocted a story – they told the professor that one of them had an ailing mother they had to go out of town to meet and, on the way back, their car had a flat tyre, and hence they couldn’t get back in time. The two were good students, so the professor empathized with them, but he insisted he couldn’t give them the same questions he’d given the others since those questions had already been revealed, making it unfair for the rest of the class. Instead, he asked them to return the following day so he could prepare a fresh set of questions for them.


When the two turned up to take their test the next day, they were made to sit in separate rooms, and the professor gave them a paper with a single question: Which tyre?




DAY ONE
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THURSDAY, 16 JANUARY 1997
SADAR POLICE STATION
GURGAON, HARYANA
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JAILBIRDS


‘WHY AM I HERE?’ BIPIN DESAI ASKED.


But his voice quivered. A film of nervous sweat covered his forehead. Thank god for the eyebrows that stopped the sweat from getting into his eyes. He had never perspired so much before, but this place was boiling. The small eight-by-eight room made him feel claustrophobic – or was it the ominous thoughts of what lay in store that were making him sweat like a pig? It must take some effort to make a room so hot in the peak of winter in Delhi, he thought to himself. Had they placed burning coal on the roof just to agonize him? Or somehow pumped imperceptible warm gas into the room? Was it retribution of some kind? It was possible that he was feeling the heat since he was anxious, frightened and confused in equal parts. He knew why he was where he was; what startled him was how he had ended up there and, more importantly, how it had all unravelled so soon.


The policeman sat motionless in front of him, seemingly lost in his thoughts. He had stumbled into the room, as though tripping on an invisible wire, but broke his fall by placing his hands on the table. The file in his hands landed atop the table, a few papers slithering out, which he reassembled meticulously until every sheet of paper and all the edges matched evenly – like his life depended on it. Bipin wondered if this man also counted his steps while walking. Maybe he suffered from obsessive compulsive disorder to some degree.


The inspector hadn’t uttered a word since entering the room about five minutes ago, which was almost an hour since Bipin had been locked here. In the name of refreshments, they had provided a glass of water, which wasn’t even cold. No tea or coffee was offered. He wished he could get his hands on a chilled bottle of cola just to beat the suffocating heat in the room, but the stingy bastards in the constabulary had given him nothing. And this was when Haryana was one of the affluent states in India, and Gurgaon its nucleus of commerce.


‘Why am I here?’


Still no response. It was like the inspector hadn’t heard him.


‘What’s the charge against me?’ Bipin asked again. He glanced at the file the inspector had brought in and was lying on the rusty steel table bolted to the floor. The three-by-two table sat between Bipin and the police officer. It was a small interrogation room, where the police brought suspects who were chargesheeted, but not yet convicted. Unlike in Bollywood films, the questioning didn’t take place in some windowless basement where the accused was stripped, suspended upside down and beaten black and blue until they provided all the information sought by the police. And although this was not one of those state-of-the-art interrogation rooms one saw on American television, where one side of the room had a one-way glass for the other members of the police team to observe, this room had a camera with a microphone. Anything that took place here – conversation, action, the accused’s expressions, mannerisms, deflections – would be recorded. These would be analysed and re-analysed later; the recording might be presented in court subsequently if the person confessed to the crime or gave up his co-conspirators. The camera would also ensure, given the unfortunate reality of policing in our country, that no policeman – irrespective of rank and position – ever took the law into their own hands. If the police weren’t policed, they’d become the biggest organized gang, wouldn’t they?


‘I’m Arfy Khan, Senior Inspector, Haryana Police. What’s your name, sonny boy?’ the police officer asked, breaking Bipin’s brief reverie, with one of his eyebrows raised like a comedian in some B-grade Hindi film.


‘It’s written on top of the file you just carried in, so what’s the point of asking me?’ Bipin said.


‘Bipin Desai, oh, yes!’ The inspector pretended like he hadn’t thought of that. He opened the file and read monotonously: ‘Son of Mr Harish Desai, resident of New Delhi, age twenty-six ...’ Bipin Desai was short, squat and prematurely balding. He was around sixty-five kilos on a five-feet-six frame. He wore rimless glasses and had a college degree. There was nothing conspicuous about him – a fairly average guy next door, whom someone could see and forget in the same instant – a bald and spectacled guy. Nothing more.


‘Yes.’


‘Thanks for confirming.’


‘What am I doing here?’ Bipin repeated.


‘Are you a broken gramophone record or do you think I’m stone deaf or brain-dead that I didn’t hear you the first couple of times?’ Arfy Khan snapped.


Who was he? Some clown they had sent in to talk to him? ‘But you did not respond,’ he said softly, keeping his temper in check.


‘That’s because I’m ignoring your ridiculous question, since I know that you know why you’re here,’ Arfy sounded like he was stating the obvious.


Bipin stared at him unflinchingly. If he was to maintain that he was innocent, the facade was essential.


‘Besides, the way things work in this room is I get to ask all the questions, and you respond to them. Not the other way around. If you act like a good boy, I’ll give you some answers. You show good behaviour, you will earn brownie points.’ Arfy said dispassionately. He didn’t change his tone, but there was something in the way he spoke and in his demeanour that would have brought instant laughter to most. Even hardened criminals facing long sentences and a grim future would find him funny. He was unlike the police officers that brought out the fear of God in most criminals. Maybe it was his personality. There wasn’t anything inherently funny about him – except for his fall into the room to start with; he was actually quite a handsome man: about five-feet-ten, clean shaven, with thick bushy eyebrows, high cheekbones and a sharp nose. He had a short police haircut, and the khaki uniform sat on his skin like the colour was developed exclusively to suit his olive complexion. He was dapper even in uniform. Compared to the policemen Bipin had seen in real life or on reel, Senior Inspector Arfy Khan looked the complete opposite. No potbelly with shirt buttons stretching over it, no paan in the mouth, no crass language. He must be thirty or thereabouts, Bipin reckoned. A charmer, not a menacer – the proverbial good cop in the good-cop-badcop routine, which meant there was a bad cop lurking somewhere in the vicinity, waiting on the sidelines to enter the picture.


A fresh chill ran down Bipin’s spine. He looked around the room. Having spotted the camera as soon as he was brought in, he knew he was being watched. If he uttered anything it would be heard and recorded, so he had kept his mouth shut. He didn’t look conspicuously at it either. But now, when the apparently amiable policeman sat there asking him questions, the thought of the camera – and being watched – once again took over his thoughts. He nodded in response.


‘Did you understand what I just said?’ asked the inspector. Still friendly, still cordial, still smiling.


‘Yes, sir.’


‘So do you want to tell me where the cash is?’


‘The what ...?’


‘Sonny boy, if you really want to sit here and play games, I can ask someone to bring in Snakes and Ladders, and we can play that. Or Ludo if you prefer.’


Bipin said nothing. He had heard or read somewhere that the less one spoke in the presence of the police, the better. You inadvertently ended up giving something away. Why risk it?


Accepting the silence as his response, Arfy scoffed and stood up. He held the table edges like he’d slip if he didn’t. ‘I’ll be back in a while. Why don’t you take this time and think and work on your responses? If you are going to lie, at least try to be original.’


‘Could I get something to drink, please? Something cold?’


‘Do you want a chilled Kingfisher?’ He was polite but noticeably sarcastic.


‘No, just a soft drink would do, please?’


‘I apologize for bringing you to a police station. If I had known you wanted a cold drink, I’d have taken you to some bar or restaurant. We could have had a drink, watched some TV, listened to music and had a jolly time, but over here I’ll see what I can do,’ he said and walked out. Bipin heard Arfy fumble with the key on the other side of the door for a few minutes before he managed to secure the lock on the outside. Then he heard the inspector’s footsteps fade into the distance.
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FREE BIRDS


HOW COULD SUCH A WELL-DEVISED PLAN GO SO HORRIBLY wrong? And in a matter of days. How? They had planned for weeks and months, taken every possible precaution, worn gloves, used disguises, been secretive to the extent of worrying their work colleagues because the others found them a little self-absorbed, even distanced themselves from their families. How then? Maybe there had been some misunderstanding. Bipin was paranoid and maybe – just maybe – all wasn’t lost and things weren’t as sinister as he was imagining them to be. Time to put Plan B into action.


But they never had a Plan B.


Shit! Shit! Shit!


Where was Anuj? For a moment he felt a little lightheaded. Thank god they hadn’t been together. If Anuj was safe, the loot was safe. Over a crore. Once Anuj figured out that his friend had been arrested, he’d hire the best lawyer and get him out of here. He’d post the bail ASAP. At least, money was one thing they didn’t have to worry about anymore. Wasn’t that the whole point of being rich?


They had been friends since primary school: Bipin Desai and Anuj Shastri. Having spent their innocent years together in Munirka, an urban locality in southwest Delhi, both the boys came from similar backgrounds – their fathers were in government service and their mothers, homemakers. Anuj was physically bigger and stronger and better-looking. He was also the more adventurous of the two. Tall – about six feet now – he had long hair and no glasses, fine bone structure, sharp features, bright eyes and a smiling face. He could walk in and light up a room instantly. Most girls gave him a second or third look. To top it all, he was extremely charming. But what Bipin lacked in the physical department, he more than made up for in the mental faculty. He was certainly the brighter of the two. He was the one who got better grades, the one who planned everything, and had been instrumental in planning the heist. Anuj couldn’t have conceptualized it or executed it if it were not for him. He was a bit thick cerebrally and also a bit short-tempered. Passionate, bordering on rash.


In college, the two friends had met another like-minded soul from a similar background – Manasi Upadhaya. She had recently moved to Delhi from somewhere in Gujarat, where her father had worked at the Life Insurance Corporation of India. Considering their financial backgrounds, the three families resided in apartments built by the Delhi Development Authority – DDA flats, as they were called – and had always lived a simple, middle-class life. They lacked nothing when it came to education or clothes – their parents provided everything they could, and everything had been perfect until school. Most fellow students wore uniforms; there wasn’t much to flash around, but college life had opened their eyes. While at Dyal Singh College on Lodhi Road, when the three became thick friends in the second year, it became evident to the trio that they were kind of underclass, underprivileged kids unlike some others who drove cars to college, wore expensive, branded clothes and socialized amongst themselves. There was a huge class divide. And although the rich kids weren’t rude or condescending in any way – hellos were always exchanged – it was obvious that they did not want to mix with the likes of Manasi, Anuj and Bipin. Maybe the rich ones thought that the middle-class students would dirty their pool, or that there wasn’t much in common to socialize with their poor classmates; maybe they thought that their parents might disapprove of their association with the have-nots; or maybe it just never occurred to them to include those who were not in their league. They were blissfully unaware of how fortunate they were and the kind of envy they evoked in those less fortunate. Whatever the case might have been, the reality stung. Initially, it was individual, but as the bond between the three grew stronger, they discovered that those feelings were shared. It would have been good to be rich, but not much could be done. The parents of all three had worked hard to provide a roof, clothing and college education. What else could be expected of them? If anything, it was in the hands of their children to change their fates.


‘I’ll never work at a nine-to-five government job,’ Anuj declared.


‘Me neither,’ Manasi seconded.


‘Why, what’s wrong with it? It provides stability in life, pays enough to get food on the table, get married, send kids to school. I mean I know I would want a Maruti Esteem too right away, but we shouldn’t forget we are a million times better off than a lot of kids who never go to school or have to work at minimum wages to barely survive.’


‘Once a middle-class, always a middle-class,’ Manasi jested.


‘Do you have a better idea?’


‘I’d rather prostitute myself than work for the government and earn peanuts.’


‘Well, at least you have the looks and the body for it,’ retorted Bipin, clearly not happy with her line of thought.


Manasi wasn’t in the same league as a film actress, but she was attractive. Petite with shoulder-length, straight, espresso-coloured hair, she had big, beautiful eyes. At five-feet three, she was always impeccably dressed and well-groomed and a lot of boys from their own side of the tracks ogled her. But she was always bothered that she was somehow invisible to all the rich ones, even though she was a lot better-looking than the girls the rich boys fancied and drove around with. It hurt.
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Everyone started college on a high – the hopes and dreams of education, a well-paying job at the end of the degree, but for most it had an unexpected and unpleasant end. It was a call to wake up and face the harsh reality: the promised rainbow wasn’t within reach for the middle classes, not even in sight. The number of jobs available didn’t match the number of people graduating every year. Competition was tough. For Manasi, Anuj and Bipin, the prospect wasn’t any brighter. Their aspirations started fading after the final year when every job they applied for had more than a few hundred applicants. Three months after the graduation results, even a clerical job in a government office seemed attractive. But even the Government of India wasn’t knocking on doors in the DDA flats in Munirka looking for three graduates from Dyal Singh College. There was far fiercer competition for public-sector jobs because despite the low salaries they provided stable, pensionable employment.


Mr Upadhaya was convinced his precious daughter was meant to be an IAS or IPS officer – the best public-sector job out there. No question about it. Or else they would start looking for a suitable groom for Manasi, get her married into another bourgeois family where the groom was employed at a secure government job, preferably in a senior-officer position. After all, his daughter was fair and beautiful; who wouldn’t want her as their wife or daughter-in-law? Mrs Upadhaya had little say in her husband’s decision. Her father had exercised the same right, using the same rationale, to get her married to Manasi’s father, hadn’t he? And what was wrong with that? She had been happy, her husband had provided for her, she had raised two beautiful daughters, and life – despite the financial ups and downs – hadn’t treated her too badly. Some of her friends had done far worse. So what if they still didn’t have a Maruti? Overall, marriage had worked out for her, as it had for her elder daughter, Manjula, who was happily married to a class-III gazetted officer in Bhilwara, Rajasthan, a transferable job with good perks, and splendid prospects of promotions; they even had a son now. Things would work out for Manasi too.


However, the idea of getting married at such a young age was not as appealing to Manasi as it had been for her sister. Manjula had married a man eight years older. Manasi, on the other hand, was only twenty-one and had no intentions of letting a thirty-year-old man she didn’t know marry her for her youth. She wasn’t going to spread her legs for someone who didn’t value her beyond her pretty face and fit body. The alternative was to yield to her father’s advice, be an obedient daughter and start preparing for the Indian Administrative Services entrance exams. She had got decent grades in college, but so had many of her classmates; however, unlike her father, she didn’t think she had the ability to study sixteen to eighteen hours a day, like others who prepared for the IAS entrance exam did. Barring a massive stroke of luck, even if she cleared the preliminary tests – the odds of her winning the lottery were better. But she decided it was a good way to avoid delivering babies right away – her sister was already pregnant with child number two. She could, under the pretext of studying for entrance exams, look for other, more preferable prospects. And if she found a half-decent job in the private sector which her father abhorred – ‘It’s not something that girls from decent families do. You will become a secretary at best ... Hare Krishna.’ – as he had told her more than once. His upbringing in the fifties, and his job with the LIC had never exposed him to the opening of the private sector where women were competing with men in all industries. ‘It’s the nineties,’ she had wanted to yell back, but the debate would have been pointless. You couldn’t straighten a dog’s tail no matter how much you tried. Hers, like so many other middle-class families where only the male members worked, was deeply rooted in patriarchy. The husband or the father had the final say in all matters of concern. But if she got a well-paying job, she’d fight the battle that day. Until then, she went back to studying and attending coaching classes like a dutiful daughter.
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FREE BIRDS


ANUJ SHASTRI HAD HAD A ROUGH TIME AFTER GRADUATING from college. Manasi had started studying for competitive exams, and she didn’t have as much free time to meet as during their college days. Anuj liked her. No, he loved her. But with no job, and not even a remote prospect of one, it seemed pointless to confess his feelings to her. What would he propose in any case? Come, and we could waste time together? Moreover, he had an inkling that Bipin loved her too. The three had started out as mere friends, but as inevitably happens between young men and women, a physical attraction had developed, and with that came feelings of love, of belonging. Neither of the two boys had confessed their feelings to her, but if either of them did, they knew she would reciprocate or it would destroy the relationship forever; not just with her, but between all three of them, probably. The fear of losing a friend kept them restrained for the time being.


And Manasi wasn’t the only one who was busy. Bipin was occupied too: he had found a job in the retail sector. He became financially independent to some extent, while Anuj still lived with his parents. His father had started citing his son’s friends as successes.


They have some aim in life, unlike you.


They’re progressing in their careers, unlike you.


The ‘unlike you’ was figured in every taunt, in every sarcastic comment.


Bipin, a wimp, working for a greengrocer after graduating in science, and Manasi – it made him chuckle – appearing for IAS exams. Seriously? What had happened to all their philosophical discussions in college about dreaming big? Anuj knew that there was no way Manasi could clear the IAS examinations. In a few years, after the three sanctioned attempts, her ambitious plan would end and her father would get her married. And Bipin – what were the long-term career prospects from a job in a grocery shop? Was he going to work for a baker next?


He loved both of them but it was excruciating for him to listen to his father go on and on about his friends being more successful than him. Sometimes it was so unbearable he wanted to yell back, but instead he would go and spend a few days with Bipin who had rented a small one-bedroom studio in Noida. His mother was the only reason he returned home every time. His relationship with his father had been dysfunctional for as long as he could recall.


Have you done your homework, boy? Look at your marks in maths; you need to work hard, boy. Oye ladke, don’t spend too much time watching television. Run and get me a glass of water, boy.


Boy? The man couldn’t even care enough to address him as son?


But lately, his father’s remarks had grown harsher. Anuj was an only child, and his father was about to retire. A senior clerk at a nationalized bank, Mr Shastri could not continue supporting Anuj on his retirement pension. Consequently, he wanted his son to start earning and take responsibility of the family. If not, at the very least, get a decent job like his friend, so that he would no longer drain their resources after his retirement, which was merely two years away. The earlier Anuj left home, the sooner they could start saving some money for their future.
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Until the late eighties, small family-run, general and convenience stores dominated the retail business across the country. Most middle-class families kept a monthly tab at the grocery store, at the cut-piece cloth vendor, the tailor, the milkman, the bakery. Food, toiletries and other essentials were requested at the beginning of the month; other essential items like clothes and bread were picked up as and when required. The monthly account was largely settled at the end of the month when most households received the salaries. Of course, sometimes the expenditure exceeded the monthly budget – especially if there were guests at home, or a wedding in the family or festivals or on account of travelling – and the local shopkeepers, having known their customers personally for years, would allow the balance to be paid in instalments in the following months. But the early to mid-nineties was a period of great change in the country, and the buying paradigm shifted before the family-run businesses had a chance to recover or rethink. The big business houses had realized that the biggest profit margins were actually in retail, which they wanted to dip into. They already had the resources, and once they spotted the opportunity, the onslaught commenced. They priced the local shops out of business. Even the most loyal of clients couldn’t resist the glamour of the new and flashy stores and the amazing discounts. And the mere buying for necessities morphed into something called shopping experiences.


Bipin Desai did not work at some chhota-mota kirana store, like his friend believed. He worked for RealStores: a large company that owned over thirty supermarkets in the state of Uttar Pradesh, and some more scattered across Delhi and Rajasthan. They sold everything from grocery, fresh produce, clothes, fashion items, toiletries, household goods, to electronics, and just about everything one could describe as consumer products. An average store had a footprint upwards of two thousand square feet.


Bipin started on the shop floor and worked in shifts. With his schedule changing on a weekly basis – early mornings, late nights – it was inconvenient for him to travel from Munirka at odd hours using public transport. Though his parents were reluctant to let him to move out before he got married, he convinced them it was temporary. In a couple of years, after he was promoted at work and posted to the head office in Connaught Place, he’d return home.


Although the pay wasn’t to his satisfaction, he enjoyed his newfound independence. Moreover, it was a great learning experience in a newly blossoming industry. As part of the internship, he was posted in different branches of the business to learn about various aspects of retailing.


He missed his friends. Manasi was studying – or at least pretending to – and couldn’t go out as often. Also, travelling to and from Noida took more than an hour so they only met when Bipin was in Delhi. Anuj dropped by occasionally for a day or two. It was clear he wasn’t getting along with his father, but despite several efforts on Bipin’s part, Anuj showed no interest in the hard grind of the shop floor: It is not for me.
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It had been four years since college ended. Manasi had failed the IAS entrance examination twice out of the three sanctioned attempts, so after another failure, the far-fetched dream could be put to rest. Anuj, still unemployed, was living with his parents and the rift between father and son had only intensified since Mr Shastri’s retirement. Bipin worked relentlessly and, although the salary increased over time, the promised promotion and move to the head office in Delhi never materialized. Every time, they made an excuse or found a better candidate or hired someone with better credentials. After a while he gave up, sent his resume to placement consultants and found himself another job. It paid better, and was based in Delhi.


Despite Bipin’s promise to his mother to return home, he’d grown used to the independence and, once he was back in Delhi, he decided to continue living on his own. He found himself a barsaati in Greater Kailash I; the flat was small but he liked the locality. The new job was in the regional office of a global retail giant in Nehru Place, which meant he didn’t have to work shifts. No odd hours.


However, he realized that one part of the equation had transformed in the last few months since he had been busy finding a new job: Manasi and Anuj had started dating. Despite fleeting envy – he had always believed he was the more suitable choice since he had a job – he was more upset neither of his two close friends had let him know about their relationship sooner. It took the two lovers a bit of cajoling to placate him, but in the end, it was Bipin who took them out for a celebratory dinner, since neither of the two earned a living.


‘So what’s the plan – when’s the wedding?’ Bipin asked as they raised their beers in toast. He hoped he sounded happy, and not bitter.


Manasi and Anuj looked at each other. Then she spoke. ‘One of us has to get a job first.’


A perfect response, but unfortunately it was just that: a good response. Since their graduation from college, Bipin hadn’t seen either of them seriously look for a job.


‘And then we can toast with champagne.’


‘Yeah!’
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JAILBIRDS


‘So ...’


Mercifully, SI Khan entered the room a little more elegantly this time – fortunate, since he carried an uncapped bottle of Thums Up, the contents of which would have otherwise landed on Bipin. The bottle appeared chilled; tiny droplets precipitating down its length. The condensation was attributed to thermodynamics, they had studied it back in college, but the actual reason escaped Bipin now, as he tried to rack his brains. Not that he cared or that it mattered.


Bipin wasn’t wearing a watch, but he reckoned he had been left alone for another thirty minutes.


‘What have you thought?’ Arfy asked, handing the bottle of cola to him.


Bipin smiled and uttered thanks and after taking a few generous sips, placed the bottle on the table. He let the gas settle in his stomach before picking up the Thums Up again and swallowing some more. He was thirsty and dehydrated. He had probably been sitting in this boiling room for over two hours. He had been arrested around eight-thirty in the morning, which meant it was around eleven now.


‘What’s the time now?’ he asked.


‘It doesn’t matter; you’re not going anywhere and neither am I, until you answer my questions!’ SI Khan guffawed.


Bipin took another sip. The inspector wasn’t wearing a watch either. He certainly knew the time but was ignoring Bipin’s question once again.


‘Take it slow, sonny boy, or you’ll soon ask to go to the toilet. We will end up passing the whole day between your cola-drinking and pissing, and then maybe at some point you will get so exhausted from running between this room and the toilet, I’ll have to hold you to take you to do peepee.’ The inspector laughed, proud of his joke.


Bipin smiled again. Not because he found it funny but he wanted to appease the clown.


‘I can’t ask you to pay for this bottle because I know you aren’t carrying the cash.’


‘The cash?’


‘The stolen cash, did you not get the joke?’


This inspector was a cartoon. Bipin looked up but said nothing.
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